[Autistic spectrum disorders in very young children: issues in the diagnostic process].
The diagnosis of very young children with autistic spectrum disorders and differentiating the disorder from mental retardation are difficult in the early years. Some efforts to improve diagnostic practice are reviewed. The usefulness of standardized behavioural rating scales, observation of core deficits in communication and play and parental reports are discussed in view of the author's experience with 13 children (2-4 years of age). Even in the case of diagnostic uncertainty, focussing early intervention on core symptoms of autism and supporting responsive parent-child interactions is recommended in order to prevent further social isolation of children with autistic features.